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Resistance is a label generally applied by managers and consultants to the perceived behaviour of organization members who seem unwilling to accept or help implement an organizational change. Herman (1990) sounds a cautious note in this regard:
There is a distinct possibility that the organisational development and training functions have been seduced by the "systems viewpoint", and have lost sight of the importance of developing and training autonomous individuals (p. 13).
"Resistance" is used typically as a label by those who perceive themselves as agents of a change and may not be used of themselves by those who are the targets of the label. In this article, I will review some of the current approaches to understanding resistance to change and argue that the "person-centred approach" of Carl Rogers is a useful way of understanding and dealing with issues of individual resistance to organizational change.
Sources of Individual Resistance to Organizational Change
Watson (1969) defines resistance as "all forces which contribute to stability in personality or in social systems" (p. 488). Zaltman and Duncan (1977) provide a similar definition: "We define resistance here as any conduct that serves to maintain the status quo in the face of pressure to alter the status quo" (p. 63). In their view resistance may be caused by the change agents and may be justifiable in cases where the change may be harmful to individuals or to a group. It is useful to remember that every change involves some form of loss and letting go something that is familiar. Change requires going from the known to the unknown. It dissolves meaning and challenges assumptions which an individual has built up about himself or herself (Tannenbaum and Hanna, 1985) .
What then are the sources of resistance to organizational change? Kotter and Schlesinger (1979) list the common sources: parochial self-interest, misunderstanding and lack of trust, different assessments of what change is needed and a low tolerance for change. An examination of their list shows that, in their view, the sources of resistance exist in both the personality and the environment.
In regard to sources of resistance in the personality, Watson (1969) describes nine sources of resistance to change: homeostasis (the body's inbuilt regulating mechanism towards wholeness and stability); habit (whereby the familiar or routine is preferred); primacy (the way the individual first successfully coped and to which pattern the individual tends to return); selective perception and retention (once attitudes have been formed the individual responds to other suggestions from the framework of an established outlook); dependence (the effect of socialization and adoption towards an innovative or custodial response); illusion of impotence (feeling of helplessness or victim, perhaps through cognitive distortion); superego (Freudian concept of repressive constraints and taboos that set standards for the self, Parent in TA); self-distrust (cognitive distortion of self-guilt); insecurity and regression (nostalgic hanging on to the past). Identification of any individual's particular issue with regard to a change is key to helping that individual cope. accept, support and embrace. The choice of these responses is affected by the degree of ambiguity of the change, the degree of control over the change and environment, the degree of trust in the change initiators, and the degree of intensity of search behaviour. These factors are in turn affected by the extent of information about the change, the degree of psychological participation in the change, and other factors, such as the individual's acceptance of organizational culture and past experience of change. The individual's response, according to Bennis, is based on perception and evaluation of the impact of the change, on a scale from self-destructive to self-enhancing.
□ The propensity to resist change is increased □
As mentioned in the introduction, resistance is typically presented as a position on change from the perspective of those who are actively promoting the change. Klein (1969) takes the position of the defender and argues for a sensitivity towards the issues resisters present. In a similar vein, Nevis (1987) makes the point that the people resisting change in an organization are frequently high-powered members of the organization and that resistance is a creative source of energy. In his view, resistance has meaning only in the context of a power differential among people. Those with less power cannot easily say no to those who have more power. Accordingly, those with less power who are saying no are perceived as being resistant, much as a child saying no to an adult is perceived. The key solution, according to Nevis, is in how managerial authority and power are conceived and the role dissent, debate and disagreement plays in the dissemination of power and influence in decision making. Nevis also cautions against viewing resistance in terms of the emotional element only and emphasizes that the cognitive element must also be taken into account.
In the cognitive mode, Argyris (1990) grounds resistance to change in the psychological structure of organizations as low in openness, trust and risk taking, and high in conformity and mistrust, from which carefully built and brilliantly concealed defensive routines (what Argyris refers to as "fancy footwork") are created. As managers propagate and build systems to maintain these defensive routines, the propensity to resist change is increased.
In summary:
(1) Resistance is a natural phenomenon; it is an essential element in understanding any change process.
(2) Resistance to change has its origins in both the personality and the individual's interaction with the environment.
(3) Resistance is not passive, but is rather a dynamic energy.
(4) Resistance has both a cognitive and an emotional element.
(5) There are differing degrees of acceptance of change and resistance to it -from enthusiastic acceptance and cooperation through passive resignation, indifference, apathy, passive resistance to active and open opposition.
(6) Resistance is viewed generally from the perspective of those promoting change and there is need to understand resistance from the defenders' position.
(7) Resistance should be taken seriously, by being listened to, understood and acted on; it is an occasion for the change agents to look again at the change project and review omissions or errors and modify it in the light of feedback.
Dealing with Resistance
Nevis (1987) argues that the starting-place for dealing with resistance is to consider it as a healthy, self-regulating manifestation which must be respected and taken seriously by managers and consultants.
If this is done, it leads to strategies and tactics for working with the resistance as opposed to trying to overcome or annihilate it. As indicated earlier, attempting to overpower, avoid, or eliminate it does not allow full awareness of the experience by either the initiator or the resistors. This is patronizing behaviour and is not respectful of the integrity of either party.
To "leap over" the resistance is to avoid the possibility of real insight or growth, and it precludes full ownership of the resistance. Even if the opposition forces are dissipated, the outcome is compliance, which may be alright in a coercive setting but is not a good, long-term, problem-solving, or educational model for the system involved (Nevis, 1987 A facilitative person can aid in releasing these capacities when relating as a real person to the other, owning and expressing her own feelings; when experiencing a non-possessive caring and love for the other; and when acceptantly understanding the inner world of the other. When this approach is made to an individual or group, it is discovered that, over time, the choices made, the directions pursued, the actions taken are increasingly constructive personally and tend towards a more realistic social harmony with others (Rogers, 1977 , p. 15).
Rogers (1961) reflects on the therapeutic process and articulates seven stages through which the process appears to pass. Over the seven stages the movement from the early to the late stages is described by Rogers in the following terms. In the early stages, there is an unwillingness in the client to discuss self; communication is only about externals. Feelings and personal meanings are neither recognized nor owned and there is little or no desire to change. There is no sense of personal responsibility with regard to problems. Experiencing and feelings are related to the past. Inconsistencies and contradictions are not recognized. There is little acceptance of feelings; they are revealed as shameful, abnormal and unacceptable. In the later stages, there is an increasingly clear facing of contradictions and incongruencies in experience. Feelings are accepted in the immediate and not feared.
There is an increasing acceptance of self-responsibility for the problems being faced. Internal communication is free and relatively unblocked.
The Person-centred Approach to Dealing with Resistance
The person-centred approach places great emphasis on setting a facilitative climate whereby the client experiences non-judgemental listening and empathy from the consultant. Listening to the client involves hearing the client's feelings and personal meanings. Feelings may include those of anxiety, anger, being misunderstood, under threat, oppressed or depressed, while the personal meanings provide the interpretations that the client is putting on events. The client may be interpreting the change in self-destructive terms, which may be factually true or a distortion. The change may be misunderstood or seen from a narrow perspective. The groups with which the individual identifies may be the source of the individual's perspective, and the client may be helped to assess that perspective.
□ Change may be misunderstood □
Through the facilitative process of the person-centred approach the client may be helped to listen to his or her feelings, accept them and decide for himself or herself what to do. The client may also be helped to recognize the substantive issues at stake and to decide where he or she stands in their regard. The process does not mean that an individual ultimately will conform to the wishes and agenda of the change agents. As the outcome of the person-centred approach is self-directed behaviour, the client may choose to continue to resist the change, and will do so in a mind of autonomous choice rather than reaction. In such a case, the impetus switches to the change agents to review their agenda and re-examine the change process.
Margerison (1988) cites Rogers' approach as particularly helpful in dealing with resistance, when people have the opportunity to reflect on where they have been, where they are now and where they are going, thus enabling individuals to create their own motivation about what action they choose to take.
Rogers spent a good deal of his life combating the notion that the person-centred approach was a technique which could be used to achieve particular ends. For him, the personcentred approach is "a way of being", based on the philosophical premisses described above, particularly in genuineness as the core quality of the person in the helping role. Accordingly, consultants, working from a person-centred perspective, must be genuine in their facilitation of clients' responses to change. An authentic person-centred approach excludes any attempt to use it as an effort to manipulate people to adjust to a change they do not wish to accept.
Concluding Remarks
In this article, some of the contemporary perspectives on the notion of resistance to change in organizations are outlined, which affirm that resistance to change is a natural, healthy phenomenon, that is based on both situational and personality factors (Bunker and DeLisle, 1991). Resistance must be taken seriously and afforded the respect and attention which is the due of all members of an organization. Resistance provides the change agents with further data on both the content and the process of a change and constitutes an invitation to review them. Failure to listen to issues raised in resistance and efforts to deny, overwhelm and coerce, result in increased resistance, particularly in the long term.
□
The person-centred approach enables change to take place □
The person-centred approach, in which managers and consultants create a facilitative climate whereby the individuals can understand and accept their own ideas and feelings with regard to the change, evaluate them and make decisions on how to respond, is a valid and useful way of enabling change to take place. Indeed, anything less than an approach to change which is person-centred, ultimately will lead to increased alienation and resistance.
